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Abstract: Learning in older age is associated with a wide range of benefits including increases in skills, social 
interactions, self-satisfaction, coping ability, enjoyment, and resilience to age-related changes in the brain. It is also 
recognized as being a fundamental component of active ageing and if active ageing objectives are to be met for the growing ageing 
population, barriers to learning for this group need to be fully understood so that they can be properly addressed. This paper reports on 
findings from a study aimed at determining the degree that structural factors deter older people aged 55 years and older from engaging in 
learning activities relative to other factors, based on survey (n=421) and interview (n=40) data. Quantitative and qualitative analyses revealed 
that factors related to educational institutions as well as infrastructure were commonly cited as barriers to participation in learning. The 
implications of these and other findings are discussed. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Learning and active ageing 
Research has confirmed that continued learning is a 
fundamental component of active ageing [1-7]. Following 
their investigation into the “wider benefits of learning”, 
Schuller et al. [8] devised a conceptual framework 
identifying 12 possible learning benefits which they 
categorized in terms of the type of capital resources they 
represent, including: human capital (the skills to be 
deployed), social capital (the set of relationships involved), 
and identity capital (personal outlook on life and self-view). 
In this particular model, health is conceived as both an 
outcome of learning and a mediating factor leading to other 
potential benefits of learning. In essence, continued learning 
can help people gain socio-economic, psychological and 
socio-political resources, all of which, in turn, lead to a 
healthier life. In addition to better health, older adults 
engaged in learning are found to have positive experiences in 
at least one of the following areas – enjoyment of life, 
confidence, self-concept, self-satisfaction and the ability to 
cope [9]. Learning in later life may even improve 
neuroplasticity, support new neural pathways and utilize new 
brain cells [10]. There is mounting evidence supporting the 
proposition that lifetime exposure to learning (educational 
and occupational attainment and leisure activities in later 
life) increases resilience to age-related brain changes, 
thereby reducing the risk for development of dementia [11]. 
In summary, learning keeps older people involved in 
enjoying life, assists in building self-confidence and coping 
strategies, helps to maintain cognitive functioning and 
knowledge, aids health management, helps them keep up 
with technological developments, maintains social 
relationships, and encourages wisdom. The possible benefits 
of learning are important reasons for senior adults to engage 
in continued learning. 
1.2 Educational opportunities 
Older adults participate in both formal and informal 
educational activities. Formal education is defined as education 
that is normally organized by educational and non-educational 
institutions in the form of courses, workshops, seminars, and 
lectures. Activities organized by non-educational institutions 
are referred to as non-formal education and are typically short-
term, voluntary, facilitated [12], non-vocational, and non-
credentialed. Informal education (sometimes identified as 
informal learning) is defined as education that is normally self-
planned, whereby individuals or groups learn in a variety of 
ways using a variety of resources [13]. Avenues for non-formal 
learning have always been highly successful in attracting older 
adults. The past three decades has seen a steep proliferation of 
third age learning programs, which cater exclusively to the 
interests of older adults. The appeal of non-formal learning lies 
in the opportunities it presents older adults to engage in senior 
learning projects, socialize with peers, and participate in 
physical and cognitive activities, without any pressures of 
being assessed or having to meet accreditation requirements. 
Older persons are also extensively involved in informal modes 
of learning in a variety of contexts, ranging from the family, 
religious institutions, mass media, the workplace, volunteering, 
to various community-based initiatives, as well as through the 
creative use of museums, theatres, libraries, online surfing, and 
travel. 
Research also suggests that the elderly vary in their preferences 
about how and where they want to learn. Some want organized 
courses and activities. Others want one-to-one tuition or to 
learn on their own. Some want the courses to be formal and 
others want informal activities. Some older people do not want 
to continue learning at all. The Economic and Social Research 
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 Council [14] in the UK found that many seniors preferred less 
formal forms of learning such as reading, conversation and 
watching educational television [15]. 
1.3 Barriers to learning 
Maximising people’s opportunities to engage in learning as 
they proceed through older age represents a considerable 
challenge, given the available evidence of the many barriers to 
learning that confront older people. These obstacles that either 
deter or prevent older people from engaging in organised 
learning activities involve a complex mix of factors associated 
with the nature of social structures within a given society and 
of individuals themselves. Barriers to learning have been 
conceptualised in disparate ways. Around four decades ago, 
Daniel and colleagues [16] found that factors related to an 
individual’s surrounding environment (namely, transportation 
and location of classes) were identified as presenting 
difficulties for older students or as reasons for non-
participation among adults aged 60 years and over. More 
recently, Sloane-Seale and Kops [17] observed that barriers to 
learning tended to cluster around time and money, but also 
involved institution-related factors (lack of program 
information and insufficient program selection), personal drive 
and self-perceptions (lack of motivation, and lack of 
confidence in ability). All of these align with the categories of 
barriers suggested by Cross [18], namely, dispositional, 
situational, and institutional barriers. Others like Findsen and 
Formosa [19] have conceptualized barriers in a similar fashion 
to Cross [18] as situational obstacles (relating to the unique 
circumstances of later life), institutional obstacles (unintended 
barriers that exclude elders), and psychological obstacles 
(attitudinal beliefs and perceptions that inhibit participation), 
but conceived informational barriers (failure to communicate 
available learning opportunities) to be a separate fourth 
category. Arguably, this particular category and “institutional” 
barriers overlap.   
Predictors of active learning also provide insight into the nature 
of barriers faced by older people. Boulton-Lewis, Buys and 
Lovie-Kitchin [5] found that active learning was associated 
with being female, having good physical health, level of prior 
education, good mental/emotional health, being younger, living 
in regional areas, not being retired, and having a higher 
income. Thus age, gender, educational attainment, physical and 
mental health, geographic location, employment status, and 
income all play a role in a person’s likelihood of engaging in 
learning as they proceed through older age. Overall, the 
available evidence suggests that barriers to learning in later life 
involve a complex mix of influences. From an intervention 
perspective, however, it is crucial that institutions, 
organisations, government and policy makers are clear about 
the role played by structural factors in constraining older 
people’s engagement in learning, if they are to succeed in 
devising strategies that actually increase older people’s 
learning opportunities by altering factors that are within the 
realm of their control. To date, this particular focus appears to 
have failed to attract specific research attention.  
1.4 Context of the current study 
The context for learning in Australia is influenced by local 
social and cultural issues. In Australia the onus for organizing 
learning falls on the individual learner. There are some groups 
such as The Council on the Ageing (COTA), National Seniors 
and University of the 3rd Age (U3A) which provide programs 
as well as numerous formal and informal offerings. Potential 
learners must, however, find these and pay for them 
themselves, and usually have to travel to access them. 
This study used a mixed-methods approach to investigate the 
nature of barriers to learning for older Australians from the 
perspective of older people themselves to determine the extent 
that structural factors deter their engagement in organized 
learning relative to other factors. 
2. METHOD 
 
This research forms part of a larger project investigating 
learning among older adults in Australia and Hong Kong via 
questionnaire and interview and was funded by the Hong Kong 
RGC.i The main aim of this project was to ascertain older 
adults’ perceptions of learning, their reasons for learning, their 
preferred method of learning, learning interests, as well as 
obstacles to their engagement in learning. The results reported 
in this paper pertain to barriers to learning in Australia. Data 
for this study were derived from a survey and face-to-face 
interviews.  
2.1 Survey forms 
 
A structured questionnaire, the Learning and Ageing Survey 
2013 (devised by the research team), was used for this 
research and consisted of 108 items. Part 1 contained measures 
of the personal characteristics of respondents, including 
learning engagement or non-engagement. Part 2 tapped 
motivations for learning, learning interests and preferences, 
and meanings of elder learning. Barriers to learning were 
assessed in part 2, from responses to 22 statements which 
included dispositional, situational and institutional barriers. 
Part 3 captured meanings of successful ageing and self-ratings 
of successful ageing, health and life satisfaction.  
Respondents were asked to indicate their 
agreement/disagreement with statements on a 6 point Likert 
scale (1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = slightly 
disagree; 4 = slightly agree; 5 = agree; 6 = strongly agree). All 
variables were re-coded into dichotomous variables with the 
three levels of disagreement being collapsed into a single 
category “Disagree” (= 1) and the three levels of agreement 
being collapsed into a single category “Agree” (=2) for the 
purpose of analysis. Items that captured obstacles to learning 
which were associated with social structures (i.e. institutions 
or organisations, infrastructure or socio-economic status) were 
classified as “structural” barriers. 
 
 2.2 Survey sample 
The survey sample was recruited with the assistance of two 
Senior’s organisations operating in Queensland, Australia. 
Alphabetical membership lists held by each of these two 
organisations were used to systematically select the sample. 
The procedure involved selection of every third name on the 
list of the first organisation (n=878) with state-wide 
membership, and every second name on the list of the second 
Brisbane-based organisation (n=970). From a total of 1848 
surveys distributed to potential respondents, 421 were returned 
to the project site via reply paid envelopes (response rate of 
22.8%).  This level of response is likely due to a number of 
factors, including the age of potential participants and a 
decline in survey response rates more generally. Response 
rates for mailed surveys in Australia have previously been 
found to be lower for older age compared to younger age 
groups (see [20]), and studies undertaken elsewhere have 
shown that there have been notable declines in response rates 
to social surveys across age groups over the last few decades 
[21,22]. Most of the participants in this study’s  sample were 
aged 70 years or over, and the majority were female (see Table 
1 for demographic profile of the sample).  
 
 
 
 
 
2.3 Interview sample 
 
A purposive sampling strategy was used to recruit 40 
interviewees aged 55 years and older. The Learning and 
Ageing Survey included a question asking if participants 
were willing to participate in a follow up interview. Out of 
the original 421 respondents that completed surveys, 74 
indicated they would be willing to participate in interviews. 
From this group, 28 agreed to be interviewed once they were 
contacted for the purpose of scheduling interviews. As we 
wished to ensure that interviews captured a group which 
varied by gender, age, educational background, and current 
learning status, a snowballing approach was used to recruit a 
further 12 interviewees. This approach is commonly used in 
research for locating potential participants with similar 
characteristics to those already participating (see [23]). Table 
2 summarises organised learning status, age, gender and prior 
education for the sample. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 1. Demographic profile of survey sample (N = 421) 
Age 
(n=416*) 
% Gender 
(n=415*) 
% Marital status 
(n=417*) 
 
% Education 
(n=416*) 
% Employment 
status 
(n=416*) 
% 
55-59  7.5 Male 39.4 Married 51.6 No formal 
education 
0.5 Employed full 
time 
9.4 
60-64  10.1 Female 60.3 De facto 0.7 Primary 6.3 Employed 
part time 
9.4 
65-69 21.0 Not 
specified  
0.2 Widowed 24.9 Secondary 40.1 Retired 81.0 
70-74 21.9   Never married 7.7 Technical 
Institute 
22.8 Student 0.2 
75 + 39.5   Separated/divorced 15.1 University 30.3   
* Variation in sample size is due to missing values for each item 
 Table 2: Characteristics of interview sample 
 
 
Please note: For the 28 individuals in this sample who 
completed the Learning and Ageing Survey, organized 
learning status was assessed from their survey responses. 
Self-reported status had changed by the time some of this 
group were interviewed.  
2.4 Procedure 
 
Ethical clearance was obtained from a university 
Human Research Ethics Committee, and all approved 
protocols were followed. Written consent was obtained 
from each participant prior to interview. Each member 
of this group was invited to participate in a semi-
structured interview (lasting approximately 45 minutes) 
by telephone or via Skype. Interviews were structured 
so as to enable investigation into issues of most 
importance to participants as they arose. Seven open-
ended questions were asked, with the use of prompts 
when required, to explore: a) active ageing and 
learning, b) involvement/experience with continuing 
learning, c) the value of learning, d) reasons for 
engaging (or not) in learning, e) interests and learning 
preferences, and f) barriers to and facilitators of 
learning. Interviewee privacy and confidentiality of 
information has been maintained by assigning a unique 
code number (ranging from 1 to 40) to each individual, 
along with an identifier representing his or her 
participation or non- participation in organised learning 
(organized learning=OL; non-organized 
learning=NOL). These have been used at the end of 
verbatim quotes in the interview results section of this 
paper. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. RESULTS 
 
3.1 Survey results 
 
More of the sample reported that they had not participated 
in organized learning (52.7%) during the 6 months prior to 
the survey than those who had (47.3%). Table 3 provides a 
complete list of potential reasons for not participating in 
organised learning as presented on survey forms. 
 
This list is presented in rank order in the table, according to 
the proportion of older people who indicated their agreement 
with each of the 22 barrier statements. Structural factors are 
shaded for easy identification as they are the primary focus 
of the current study. Ranking second to personal health 
reasons, the majority of older people agreed that educational 
programmes are too expensive (55.1%). In fifth place, nearly 
half (45.6%) were found to agree that long travelling time 
deterred their participation. Over one-third (38.9%) cited 
transportation difficulties as a barrier to learning, with this 
particular reason ranking seventh. Lack of interest in 
programmes offered was the tenth most common reason 
cited for not engaging in organised learning, having been 
supported by around one-third (36.4%) of the sample. A lack 
of information about available courses ranked twelfth 
(31.1%). A range of structural forces are implicated by the 
substantial proportions agreeing that various institutionally-
based processes (past and present) were perceived as barriers 
to learning, including administrative bureaucracy (26.4%), 
not being able to get into one’s course of choice (24.7%), 
being ineligible for admission (18.8%), having a low 
educational background (18.1%), having had bad 
experiences at school (13.1%), and not feeling welcomed on 
campus (10.3%).  
 
In combination, these results identify matters related to 
socio-economic status (insufficient money and low 
educational background), infrastructure (long travelling time 
and transportation difficulties), the regulations/requirements 
set by educational institutions or organisations (inability to 
get into chosen course or to meet admission requirements) as 
  Organized 
learning*  
(formal and 
non-formal) 
Non- 
organized* 
learning 
(informal) 
Total 
Age group  55-59 
60-64 
65-69 
70-74 
75+ 
0 
6 
7 
2 
2 
3 
0 
7 
10 
3 
3 
6 
14 
12 
5 
Gender 
 
Male 
Female 
9 
11 
9 
11 
18 
22 
Education 
 
Primary 
Secondary 
Technical institute 
University 
           0 
           3 
4 
13 
           2 
6 
4 
8 
    2 
9 
8 
21 
 well as their operations (administrative bureaucracy), failure 
to effectively communicate available learning opportunities 
(lack of information about what is available), and course 
content (insufficient offering of interest to me) as significant 
deterrents to learning for older people. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 3: Barriers to learning in rank order from survey 
Rank  N %Agree 
1. Personal health reasons 398 62.3 
2. Money (too expensive) 396 55.1 
3. No time - other commitments 388 49.7 
4. Health of a family member 384 46.9 
5. Long travelling time 388 45.6 
6. Lack of motivation 381 39.1 
7. Transportation difficulties 396 38.9 
8. Difficulty studying/retaining information 373 37.3 
9. Care for family members 385 36.9 
10. Insufficient offerings of interest to me 374 36.4 
11. Poor memory 393 35.9 
12. Lack of information about what's available 
379 31.1 
13. Lack of confidence in learning ability 367 27.0 
14. Administrative bureaucracy 392 26.4 
15. Too much reading/homework 372 25.3 
16. Couldn't get into the course I wanted 372 24.7 
17. Fear of change 388 18.8 
18. Couldn’t meet admission requirements 372 18.8 
19. Lack of family support 383 18.5 
20. Low educational background 387 18.1 
21. Bad experience at school 374 13.1 
22. Did not feel welcomed on campus 359 10.3 
 3.2 Interview results 
 
The results from the interviews shed further light on the 
results summarized in Table 3, and are discussed below in 
corresponding order to the ranking of barriers revealed 
through analysis of the survey data. These barriers to 
learning include money (too expensive), long travelling 
time/transportation difficulties, insufficient offerings of 
interest, lack of information on what is available and lack of 
computer skills. While the qualitative data gathered from 
interviews did not encompass all of the structural barriers to 
learning that were measured in the survey, they provide 
context to the survey findings. Two additional barriers to 
those listed on the survey also emerged from analysis of the 
interview data, including being employed and lack of 
computer skills and. These particular barriers are therefore 
included in the interview findings as they could potentially 
be addressed through structural change. The barriers are 
summarized graphically in Figure 1. 
 
Insert Figure 1 about here 
 
 
3.2.1 Money (too expensive)  
 
Costs associated with learning were identified as either a 
barrier to participation in learning or as a difficulty that older 
people experienced because of their participation. Such costs 
pertained to organizational membership fees, the need for 
internet connection, and the accumulation of debt as a result 
of engaging in higher learning. 
 
For example, one interviewee noted that membership fees 
create difficulties for older people because of their limited 
financial resources: 
 
It is $30 a year to join the U3A.  It mightn’t sound like 
much but if you can’t afford groceries, it is a lot.  The 
government should subsidise you.  (12NOL, male) 
 
The idea that a particular cost might appear to be a minor 
expense, but is in reality, something which creates 
difficulties for older people is echoed by the following 
statement made by another interviewee. For him, the costs 
associated with maintaining an internet connection are higher 
than they are for others because of the particular location in 
which he resides: 
 
The cost, a minor thing, but of being connected to the 
internet.  In my suburb, there is only wireless. Broadband 
is not available and the monthly bill is $300.  As against, 
if I had a wired environment, that would only cost me 
$100.  So connectivity to the internet is a constant thing.   
(10OL, male) 
 
Costs associated with higher educational institutions were 
also identified as prohibitive for older adults. For most 
university students in Australia, these costs are covered by 
the Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS), which 
allows them to run up a fee debt that they repay once they 
obtain employment. As the quote below demonstrates, older 
people who primarily choose to study for the purpose of self-
fulfillment are less likely to be able to get paid employment 
and repay their HECS debts. 
 
One of the things that disappoints me is that it is much 
harder for someone in their 70s to get back into the 
University, cost-wise. I would have loved to have gone 
back and done a PhD.  I’ve got an MBA…[and because I 
am a] self-funded retiree, HECS is an impossible thing as 
you are never going to be able to work and repay it off 
(9NOL, male) 
 
If students choose to pay for their university studies (or other 
courses) themselves so as to avoid incurring a HECS debt, 
the cost is prohibitive - especially if they are not earning an 
income. The cost of transportation to the site where the 
course is being offered represents an additional strain on 
available financial resources. 
 
I have thought about going back and doing formal 
learning but the cost is prohibitive. But if there was free 
education or transport services they could provide to help 
us with further learning, then I would love that.  (4NOL, 
female) 
 
3.2.2 Long travelling time/transportation difficulties 
 
Reference to issues associated with transportation and 
travelling time were limited to interviewees who lived 
outside of a capital city, as indicated by the quotes below.  
 
I do have transport issues.  I am not in a capital city and I 
feel we miss out on some initiatives. (15OL, male) 
The only problem I have is that it takes me 2 buses to get 
to the city, so that can stop me from doing the research 
(8OL, female) 
Driving is my greatest problem.  I find that venues are 
not so accessible.  I would like to learn at my local 
library rather than having to drive to the city. (28NOL, 
female) 
 
3.2.3 Insufficient offerings of interest  
 
Issues related to insufficient offerings of interest for older 
people were highlighted by two females living in different 
country towns. Population size and lack of resources in 
country areas are reflected in the capacity of these locations 
to provide learning opportunities for older people. 
 
I am in Maryborough, so I think that the small towns 
don’t offer the things that the big cities have. Actually I 
would like to do more courses on silversmithing, but they 
just don’t offer them.  My friend and I put down our 
names at the library on a course that was being offered, 
but they didn’t get enough people so they cancelled it.  
That seems to happen a lot. (4OL, female) 
I wanted to learn about a mobile phone and computer 
course but they didn’t offer it.  I then went to the library 
 at Helensvale and even the council, but they said they 
didn’t offer senior learning courses.  I don’t want to do 
things online – I need to do it in a small classroom.  
(6NOL, female) 
 
3.2.4 Lack of information on what is available 
 
Interviewees highlighted their difficulties in knowing how to 
access information about available learning opportunities.  
 
One remarked as follows: 
You would be surprised at what is available, but 
unfortunately it is difficult to know how to access it 
(14OL, male) 
 
Another highlighted that there is a lack of promotion of 
available courses by councils and community organisations. 
 
If some of the courses that are around, the communities 
or the councils that are running them make a bit more 
publicity, perhaps in local papers. (17OL, female)  
 
3.2.5 Lack of computer skills 
 
Computers are now part of everyday life and are 
fundamental to educational processes at every level of 
formal learning from childhood through to adulthood. Older 
adults are able to avoid engagement with computer 
technology by not participating in formal learning. However, 
public libraries are one long-established avenue for informal 
learning for this group that has also been affected by the 
technological revolution. One interviewee described the 
effect of this by saying: 
 
I used to like the library because I could just go in and 
check out a book.  Now you need to be able to use the 
computer to see what book is in, to order a book if it is 
out…it’s too hard for old people like me.  (6NOL, 
female) 
 
3.2.6 Being employed 
 
Three interviewees were still working and identified this as a 
reason for not engaging in further learning. For one such 
interviewee, studying was perceived as a threat to his current 
work-life balance. 
 
Time is perhaps the only thing at the moment.  I work, I 
have a busy social life, I have a good work-life balance. 
(16OL, male) 
 
The other two regarded retirement as the stage in life when 
they would be able to devote time to further learning: 
 
The only thing that stops me learning currently is that I 
have too much on my plate. When I retire or have to slow 
down, there will be more time for learning. (7OL, 
female) 
...further learning, [when I retire] then I would love that. 
(4NOL, female) 
4. DISCUSSION  
 
The quantitative findings from this study suggest that the 
main structural barriers to engagement in organised or non-
organised learning for older Australians are cost, time, 
travelling and transportation, and issues such as availability 
of courses. Basic costs, as described in the interviews 
included those of taking the courses, of being connected to 
the internet, and the prohibitive costs of further formal study. 
The structural and other barriers to learning for our study 
sample in Australia are consistent with those found by 
previous studies, including time and money [17] as well as 
lack of program information, insufficient program selection, 
lack of motivation, and lack of confidence in ability. All of 
these barriers fit into one or other categories conceptualised 
by Cross [18] as dispositional, situational, and institutional 
barriers. This study’s findings are also consistent with 
studies where access to information [19] and transportation 
difficulties [16] were found to inhibit older people’s 
engagement in learning. While one of the limitations of this 
study is that the characteristics of the population from which 
the survey sample was drawn are unknown and we cannot 
adjust for possible sample bias, this study’s findings on the 
kinds of barriers to learning experienced by older people are 
consistent with previous studies elsewhere. There is no 
reason therefore, to suspect that the findings are spurious. 
The actual ranking of barriers is likely to vary from one 
population to another, especially with respect to availability 
and cost of transport, and availability of educational 
institutions and organizations and the cost of their respective 
programs. Large population studies are needed to determine 
the extent that rankings of these barriers vary from one 
geographic location to another within and between countries. 
 
The qualitative findings highlight that older people living 
outside capital cities are especially prone to experience 
difficulties in engaging in continued learning because of 
travel time and transportation issues. They also point to the 
possibility that the present day reliance on computers within 
educational institutions and other organisations may deter 
many older adults from pursuing further learning, and that 
lack of computer skills may be linked to older people’s lack 
of confidence in their ability to learn. 
 
None of these structural barriers to learning by older people 
in Australia are really surprising or unexpected.  In 
Australia, the onus for organizing learning as one ages falls 
on the individual learner. Potential learners must find 
learning opportunities for themselves, pay for them, and 
usually travel to access them. Even though groups such as 
COTA, National Seniors and U3A provide programs as well 
as numerous formal and informal offerings, older people 
have to shoulder program and travel costs, along with other 
costs associated with participation in organized forms of 
learning. Reduction in costs associated with public transport 
for older adults have been successfully achieved in one state 
of Australia, however. A free travel initiative for seniors 
introduced in the city of Adelaide, South Australia was 
followed by an increase in public transport usage by older 
residents [24]. This kind of initiative could be introduced 
 elsewhere in Australia as a means of removing at least one 
constraint on older adults’ engagement in learning activities 
within their communities. 
 
The survey findings also suggest the need for educational 
institutions to foster a climate of welcome to older age 
students across all sections of the institutional population, 
including administrative staff, academic staff and students. 
In order to attract those older adults who have had bad 
experiences at school and are subsequently deterred from 
engaging in organized learning, promotional efforts need to 
be made by institutions and organizations that emphasize the 
many benefits of continued learning and that older people are 
valued by the educational community. 
 
The categorizing of certain barriers in this study as being 
‘structural’ in nature and other barriers as ‘non-structural’ is 
both a strength and limitation of this study. The strength of 
this approach lies in its capacity to provide policy makers, 
institutions, organizations and government with a list of 
areas where changes might be made so as to improve older 
people’s opportunities for learning as they proceed through 
older age. One limitation of this approach is that factors 
classified as ‘non-structural’ barriers may potentially and 
erroneously conceived to be entirely ‘individual’ in nature, 
and therefore unable to be modified by anyone other than 
individuals themselves. The power of the social world to 
influence the individual’s life experiences and life chances is 
well documented. Older peoples’ motivations, self-
assessments in terms of their ability, available time, daily 
commitments, fear of change and health status (of 
themselves and of family members) are all likely to have 
been shaped to an extent by structural forces. For example, 
individual carer duties are largely determined by family 
structure, the primary social structure of influence within 
society. Lack of time for learning because of paid work 
commitments is also inextricably linked to the way 
employment is structured in any given society. It is 
important, therefore, that results pertaining to ‘non-
structural’ barriers be considered in conjunction with the 
‘structural’ ones as a means of devising ways which ensure 
that older adults with poor health status, low self-image, and 
carer responsibilities also gain opportunities to engage in 
learning activities. 
 
5. CONCLUSION 
 
Together, these findings suggest that factors related to 
educational institutions and programmes, their cost, 
regulations and organisational processes, transportation, 
method of programme delivery, programme content, 
dissemination of information, and attitudes towards older 
people all require consideration in efforts aimed at increasing 
elders’ opportunities for learning. This study provides insight 
into the nature of learning barriers faced by older adults 
living in Queensland, Australia, and demonstrates that many 
of them are shared in common with their counterparts 
elsewhere. It may be possible for seniors’ groups to lobby 
the government for financial support in relation to costs of 
courses and transportation both in Australia and other 
countries. Institutions (tertiary, secondary, NGO and 
voluntary) could be approached to make courses more 
available for seniors to audit. Seniors’ organisations could be 
more active in collating and disseminating information about 
the learning opportunities that are available to older adults. 
In addition, the opportunities for seniors to master IT skills, 
from use of phone, tablets, computers to Skype and so on, 
could be increased and made more senior-friendly. These 
skills are necessary to assist more older people to engage in 
learning, particularly those residing in rural areas and those 
whose health does not allow them to travel outside of the 
home domain.  
 
Future research attention needs to be directed towards the 
relationship between technology and older people’s lack of 
confidence in their capacity to learn. It may be that resistance 
to technological advancements like the computer hold a 
substantial proportion of older people back from engaging in 
organised learning, and that increasing older people’s 
opportunities for gaining computer skills may in turn, 
improve their self-confidence and increase their likelihood of 
participating in formal learning activities. 
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